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Disciplined Aesthetics:
Fashioning Art and Anthropology
Brandon D. Lundy

Repeated by artist Salvador Dalí, French poet Gérard de Nerval
famously stated, “The first man who compared a woman to a rose
was a poet, the second, an imbecile.”1 Many art clichés such as “art
for art’s sake,” or even critiques of art clichés such as the one provided here by Nerval overlook two critical aspects of the artists’
endeavors: art as socially and culturally constructed and interpreted,
and art as fundamentally human (Geertz 1976). After all, “art imitates life,” or is it, “life imitates art?” Put another way, in an online
blog conversation, Jim Hurlburt suggests, “I’ve managed to offend
‘artists’ for years by saying that art *must* include communication.
That at a bare minimum, one must be able to look at a piece of art
and agree that the artist had something to say” (“The Uses of Cliche”
2011). Winter, in the same thread, writes, “Eternal art starts with
good story telling”(ibid). As the antimetabole title implies, The Art of
Anthropology/The Anthropology of Art engages with the complex and
overlapping relationships between anthropology and art. Fashioned
through cultural dialogue, anthropologists and artists help shape
one another’s practices, outcomes, and associated disciplines.
As several chapters in this book attest, anthropology has a long
tradition of studying artistic practices—with the materiality of artwork; with art’s power, as object or as act, to shape subjective states;
with enduring questions of a comparative aesthetics (Ingersoll and

Published by eGrove, 2013

1

Proceedings of the annual meeting of the Southern Anthropological Society, Vol. 42 [2013], No. 1, Art. 3
2

B R A N D ON D. LU N DY

Ingersoll, Knight). Anthropologists study artists (Stephenson), and
they study places in which art is consumed (Falls) or displayed (Syka,
Vogt). In studying art, they subsume art into other categories—politics and ritual, for example—while also prompting new ways of
understanding these concepts (Qirko).
If there is an anthropology of art, then there is also an art to
anthropology. Good ethnographic research requires a certain artfulness; producing convincing anthropology is also an art (Philen).
Therefore, by looking at the art of anthropology, some of the contributors in this volume are able to revisit older debates within the
discipline about the relationship between anthropology’s messages
and the rhetoric that conveys those messages in new ways (Huber).
These chapters ask how and why anthropology is persuasive (King,
Melomo) and how artful forms of anthropology in the media and
the classroom shape and shift public understandings of the human
world (Sheehan; Smith, Lund, and London).
Anthropology as a social sciences discipline is tasked with
observing, describing, and explaining the complexities of humanity—the human condition and human pursuits. Anthropology as
a humanities discipline is tasked with probing that which makes us
human through our shared experiences. As a science, anthropology’s approach is systematic, but as a study in humanity, anthropology’s approach is empathetic. Anthropology works to bridge the
great divide between being human and becoming a human being
by surpassing the mundane pursuit of meeting needs to an ongoing
search for meaning.
Edward B. Tylor expressed this canonical debate in anthropology
in his oft quoted tenet, “Culture, or civilization, taken in its broad,
ethnographic sense, is that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and
habits acquired by man as a member of society” ([1871] 1929, 1; italics
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mine). This precept appears ad nauseam in anthropological texts for
good reason. Tylor acknowledges the importance of methodology in
science—the systematic and descriptive approach known as ethnography used to understand taken-for-granted routines (i.e., habits).
Bourdieu, by way of Aristotle, Marcel Mauss, and others, is credited
with reelaborating habitus as the oxymoron “the durably installed
generative principle of regulated improvisations” (1977, 78; italics
mine). Customs, then, imbibed through processes of socialization
and normalization, provide the structural genres, which we strive
to imitate, reproduce, revise, reenvision, or transcend be it within the
artistic tradition or some other cultural custom (cf. Dissanayake 1995).
Tylor also exposed culture and its study as something that is
“acquired,” learned, passed on, ongoing, and processual. Scholars
today consistently rely on the analogy “culture is like water” to
express its fluidity. One of my favorite definitions comes from W.
Jeffrey Bolster’s book Black Jacks, where he writes:
Culture, however, can be imagined as a river—picking
up contributions from contacts along-shore and feeder
streams, relegating parts of itself to back-eddies, losing
yet others to silent evaporation or stranding, and constantly mixing its elements, even while it moves inexorably along a course that it continually redefines. (1997, 35)

Culture then, to some degree, is fixed through shared history, traditions, customs, norms, and the like—water is water. To some degree,
culture is also ever changing due to time, individuality, agency, a
shifting environment, innovation, borrowing, and catastrophe (cf.
Gell 1998). This allows social scientists to trace human universals
and particulars and patterns and processes over time, such as the
changing hem of a woman’s skirt or why tie-dye is no longer popular
among teenagers.
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Tylor also understood culture and its study as a complex and
integrated endeavor—what is often labeled “functionalism.” Today,
descriptions of cultural phenomena without an explanation are
pooh-poohed in academia as a thankless, yet necessary first step in
the pursuit of any good science. While potentially lacking in explanatory power, a detailed understanding of how something in society
works should not be undervalued. In fact, I contend that it is the
attempt at describing a cultural artifact, event, behavior, or institution (i.e., ethnography) that promotes clarity in recognizing the
complexities of human society. This capability to study and describe
humanity leads us back to Tylor.
Recognizing the intricacy of culture allows one to shift the theoretical gaze from habits to capabilities and back again. “Social systems that disdain or discount beauty, form, mystery, meaning, value,
and quality—whether in art or in life—are depriving their members
of human requirements as fundamental as those for food, warmth,
and shelter” (Dissanayake 1995, xx). To take it a step further:
Those who are in love with practice without knowledge are
like the sailor who gets into a ship without rudder or compass and who never can be certain whether he is going.
Practice must always be founded on sound theory, and to
this Perspective is the guide and the gateway; and without
this nothing can be done well in the matter of drawing. . . .
The painter who draws merely by practice and by eye, without any reason, is like a mirror which copies every thing
placed in front of it without being conscious of their existence. (Da Vinci 1888, 19-20; italics mine)

Art then is something that is done through artifice and skill, ritual
and creativity, history and innovation, literalism and interpretation,
pushing boundaries and honoring tradition (i.e., authenticity). To
study art is to study the ultimate contradiction between aesthetics, as
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culturally constructed, and function, at a minimum serving to fulfill
a basic human desire for expression, continuity, creativity, and valuation—to feel something, in the artist and, hopefully, the audience.
Art, recognized by Tylor as an important component of culture
in his well-known definition, has been inevitably studied rigorously
by social scientists, including anthropologists. Beginning at the close
of nineteenth century, anthropologists began to view “primitive art”
first as a form of unique or shared material culture (Frazer 1900;
Pitt-Rivers 1906; Tylor [1871] 1929, [1878] 1964) and subsequently,
“as having the potential to reveal historical patterns and relationships between groups” (Morphy and Perkins 2006b, 5; see also Boas
[1927] 1955; Fagg 1965).
For a time, sociocultural evolutionary misconceptions and misplaced stereotypes of “primitivism” downgraded these socially integrated art forms by classifying them as craft, artisanal, decorative,
functional, or primitive (Clifford 1988; Vogel 1988; Price 1989; Rubin
[1985] 1999). The consequence was that early investigations were
divided between the study of fine arts (read: “Western”) and primitive arts (read: “Other”) in which the latter were claimed as the disciplinary territory of anthropology as an extension of investigations
into alterity (cf. Fanon 2004; Said [1978] 1994). The “objective” study
of the materiality of art within anthropology, however, eventually
gave way to studies into other realms of understanding and knowledge-building relating to the practice of art.
What resulted from this early collaboration between “world art”
(i.e., non-Western, see for example, Morphy and Perkins 2006a;
Venbrux, Rosi, and Welsch 2006) and anthropology was a unique
glimpse into the integrated nature of meaning-making evidenced
by the elaborate descriptions of artistic creation and the sharing of
symbols as purposeful and intentional cultural acts (Svašek 2007). It
became less about the object or artist; anthropological investigations
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instead began to privilege the social act or event—recitations, dramas, storytelling, masquerades, and dances (Forge 1973; Lamp 1996;
Layton 1981; Lévi-Strauss 1963; Turner 1974, 1986). As a cultural
phenomenon, art continues to be explored as an aesthetic (Coote and
Shelton 1995), a form of communication (Banks and Morphy 1999),
a repository for social memory (Huber 2011), a point of cultural contact (Lyon and Wells 2012; Steiner 1994), a commodity (Appadurai
1986; Phillips and Steiner 1999), and a political act (Adams 2006;
McGovern 2013).
Arts’ influence on anthropology as a textual enterprise has also
been explored as a field of study and point of departure (Clifford
1988; Clifford and Marcus 1986; Tedlock and Mannheim 1995).
What is interesting about these borrowings is that while
Western anthropologists use such theorizing unproblematically as bases for interpreting other traditions,
they often do not recognize that the categories they so
deploy have been contested in their own culture’s historic debates about art and the aesthetic. (Marcus and
Myers 1995b, 13-14)

Anthropologists, then, as interpreters of “other” traditions, inhabit
what Paul Stoller describes as “indeterminate betweeness of the
imagination” (2009, 174). As such, by living and working within this
aperture, between how and what we study, what results is a melding of science and life (Marcus and Myers 1995a; Schneider and
Wright 2006, 2010). The anthropologist who bridges the gap between
anthropology and art must value “writing that delights, writing that
outrages, writing that evokes the human condition in all its messiness, glory, and misery—writing that reveals the blockages that are
deleterious to our social and physical environment, and is thus able
to promote crosscultural understanding.”2

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/southernanthro_proceedings/vol42/iss1/3

6

Lundy: Disciplined Aesthetics: Fashioning Art and Anthropology
DI S C I PL I N E D A E S T H E T IC S

7

There are many inroads to the study of the art of anthropology
and the anthropology of art as the preceding paragraphs attest: visual
anthropology, anthropology of art, the anthropological enterprise as
a creative act in and of itself, not to mention the various subcategories of commodification, materiality, symbolism, aesthetics, ethnology, et cetera (van Damme 2006; Venbrux, Rosi, and Welsch 2006).
To narrow the field, the original contributions in the present volume
rely on preceding ethnographic studies of art and their accompanying theoretical pursuits and pick up where the conversation leaves
off in four key areas: textual art, art valuation, critical art, and the
art of teaching.

Chapter Summaries
PART I. Textual Art: Divergent Narratives
In the opening chapter, “Art as Distraction: Rocking the Farm,”
Daniel W. Ingersoll and Kathleen Butler Ingersoll present a unique
look at the collapse of the Rapa Nui society of Easter Island, choosing a divergent narrative that emphasizes the ways in which Western
conceptions of art and apocalypse have each played a role in obscuring further research into the subject. The chapter takes an interesting new perspective, working to turn a classical case study of
ecocide into a far more complex and stimulating study of environmental innovation. The authors make the argument that from the
Western perspective, the “artistic” monoliths distract from greater
cultural understanding of Rapa Nui society and culture by blinding
the Western eye with these monumental structures. What results is
a clear narrative that looks beyond Rapa Nui monumental “art” to
find the spectacular story of everyday horticultural infrastructure
development that involved billions of rocks, a far more impressive
form of public works with much broader implications.

Published by eGrove, 2013

7

Proceedings of the annual meeting of the Southern Anthropological Society, Vol. 42 [2013], No. 1, Art. 3
8

B R A N D ON D. LU N DY

Next, Robert C. Philen’s “A Memoir of an Other” continues the
theme of textual art as he navigates the various dilemmas involved
in constructing a memoir from various pieces of writing left behind
by the subject—in this case, his partner who has passed away. In
this chapter, the author utilizes aspects of personal and historical
narrative in order to discuss the ongoing process of creating a posthumous memoir. The general theme of the chapter centers on the
manners in which, by writing a memoir of another, one can produce
ethnography and, simultaneously, a creative endeavor whereby the
myth of the individual is generated. Overall, the author calls attention to the overlaying aspects of writing that are at once historical,
ethnographic, and creative. Thus, ethnography may at times be parallel to art. Robert engages with his identity as an anthropologist to
think about how to create the fitting memoir for his poet husband,
Reginald Shepherd. What he discovers is that the pieces, bricolage,
that make up Reginald’s life, in both memory and various poetic
and nonfiction texts, can be used to construct an individual, while
maybe not the individual. These larger questions of biography as
anthropology make this story unique in that it does not emerge from
an ethnographic encounter, but from a piecing together.
The final chapter in this section, “Pocahontas and Rebecca: Two
Tales of a Captive,” by Margaret Huber critically examines the conflicting stories of Pocahontas—one taken from the written accounts of
English colonists and another from the oral history of the Powhatan
Native Americans. Huber evaluates the ways in which historical narratives, while not presenting facts, can instead inform us of the contemporary cultural values of those writing or speaking. Rather than
labeling these accounts as ethnography or history, Huber alternatively chooses to brand them as “myths.” And, as such, they are then
transformed into creative and even artistic forms of expression that
provide insight into the culture from which they were created.
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PART II. Art Valuation: The Creativity/Conventionality Dialectic
The second section in the book deals with art valuation and what can
be called a continuum in which all art is assigned a cultural and economic importance based on both implicit and explicit criteria. These
standards are often contextual, unsettled, and ephemeral. Value has
many forms—historic, economic, symbolic, political, sociocultural,
and the like. In her chapter “Mirror Dance: Tourists, Artists, and
First People Heritage in Botswana,” Jessica Stephenson shows how
Bushmen touristic art transitioned from an act of commodification
and reclamation into a political message of San solidarity and resistance. Stephenson analyzes the Kuru Art Project in Botswana as a
form of indigenous autoethnography formed in a “contact zone” and
as contemporary San “yearnings” to reclaim a nostalgic past and
assert a new First People political voice. Her chapter engages with
many of the themes of this book, including valuation, agency, and
authenticity. Stephenson’s contribution is profound since it demonstrates how an indigenous group can look beyond the short-term
economic gains made available through tourism and the production
of functional tourist art. These artists instead transform their artistic
craft into a contemporary medium of canvas painting that bridges
the prehistoric tradition of cave painting, indigenous knowledge of
the localized flora and fauna, and autoethnography while simultaneously making both hidden and overt political claims for land rights,
cultural recognition and assertion of cultural identity, and pleas for
autonomy. What results in this chapter is a complex and nuanced
journey through San history, politics, and artistic traditions.
Jennifer Vogt’s “A World of Difference: Unity and Differentiation
Among Ceramicists in Quinua, Ayacucho, Peru” continues
Stephenson’s journey toward understanding these artistic tensions
by delving into the interplay between creativity and conventionality. She notes that the artisans, facing economic as well as social
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pressures, must balance creativity in their art with the economic
push to remain “traditional.” The author calls attention to the amorphous and fluid nature of the industry, rejecting rigid categorizations of artists and their work. Instead of focusing on describing the
ceramic objects, Vogt works with the dialectical social and economic
processes that are at play in forming the interpretation of these pieces.
In the chapter, “Defining Art in the Gozo International
Contemporary Arts Festival,” Rachel Syka uses firsthand research
to identify competing definitions of art within a localized context.
On the one hand, art is classified according to a set of local criterion provided by the Gozo community members of Malta, and on
the other, foreign artists participating in the Contemporary Arts
Festival delineate what constitutes art. Syka emphasizes the ways in
which globalization changes local conceptualizations of what is valuable while also reviewing “Western” definitions of arts versus crafts.
Ultimately, Syka looks at these conceptual and practical differences
in arts’ interpretation within a specific context through her examination of the complex ways local artists are excluded or included in
the international conversation based on their social networks, personal and professional experiences, and artistic medium and subject.
In the final chapter of this section, titled “Thomas Kinkade:
Money, Class, and the Aesthetic Economy,” Susan Falls engages with
artwork perceived to be almost entirely produced for its potential
exchange value. She examines the paintings of Thomas Kinkade and
the ways in which they acquire value (as compared to other, perhaps
more famous or elitist artists). She frames her discussion within the
theory of political economy, commenting on how neoliberal economic policies contribute to the assignment of value to, as well as the
devaluation of art (evident during the recent recession). Individuals
may seek to display their own value or wealth through material or
visual culture, which in turn assigns some sort of value to it. Art
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thus becomes an investment of sorts. This is illustrated by the popularity of Kinkade’s work with Middle America. For the author, art
is a mirror of our society, and as such, Kinkade is shown to have
capitalized on the desire for lower-income Americans to reflect the
behavior of the elite, using art as an investment. The result of this
(arguably) overcommodification has been an increase in the popularity of Kinkade’s work as well as a change in what middle- and
lower-class Americans consider investment worthy.

PART III. Critical Art: New Ways of Seeing
In the volume’s third section, the evaluation of what constitutes art
and how it comes to be defined as such is taken up. In the chapter on
“Style and Configuration in Prehistoric Iconography,” Vernon James
Knight Jr. presents a new and integrated methodology for iconography that blends it with considerations of style, particularly when
examining archaeological and museum collections. Knight establishes a more comprehensive method by which to undertake the
processes of iconography that improves upon the interpretation of
materials within a collected corpus. He concludes that in any proper
consideration of art, stylistic and iconographic analyses are separate,
but interdependent, techniques. In order to interpret the meaning
behind an object, one must consider both style and context. Otherwise, the likelihood of misrepresentation and misinterpretation of
material objects is increased.
A second critique of previous understandings of “art” is taken
up by Hector Qirko in his chapter “Race and Rhythm in Rock and
Roll.” He argues against a racially constructed history of this music
genre. Qirko asserts that all musical styles are socially constructed,
similar to all racial classifications. Essentially, Qirko stresses the
social processes behind categorizations and the ways in which
these processes have emphasized and continue to emphasize racial
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differences in musical development. The chapter highlights the historical transition and emergence of rock and roll and its evolution
from multiple musical, and ultimately cultural, genres into a recognized category with a prevailing myth of racial origins. With an
emphasis on historical processes and the addition of music theory,
the chapter goes on to reposition rock and roll (and other musical
forms) as nonracially defined movements with a number of complex influences. The naïve assumption that African American and
European American music evolved separately is uncorroborated
although, unfortunately, it still holds sway in much popular culture
and thinking.
In the third and final chapter of this section, Lindsey King asks a
grand and uncomfortable question for most anthropologists: “Does
Our Being There Change What We Come to Study?” Based on ethnographic fieldwork in northern Brazil, King analyzes a particular
votive tradition of making promessa, a type of prayer at a Catholic
shrine, as a viable healing strategy through the offering of a symbolic
object known as a milagre. She encountered several difficulties during her research, such as how to define aesthetics for a genre that
had no clear aesthetic criteria. What King found fascinating was that
some of these folk-made objects were saved by the church museum
based on a murky “technical” merit that made them recognizable
and relatable to the representative problem. King argues that she
eventually gained what she called a “field sight” or an ability to judge
these objects by honing her capacity to share an insider’s perspective
when evaluating these objects. However, once she was tasked with
picking out particularly fine specimens before they were destroyed,
King came to the realization that she may have been affecting the
“field” simply by her presence and interest in this customary healing
ritual. For instance, makers started signing their work; others began
to be interested in portraying certain aesthetic qualities such as a
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level of realism and representativeness. Upon her return to the field
several years later, she witnessed a shift in which milagres were now
more uniform in appearance and hung on the walls of the Casa dos
Milagres instead of being burned at the close of the pilgrimage season. In other words, the milagres had shifted from being ephemeral
works to permanent displays that were admired, judged, and purchased by both the viewing and participating public. King concludes
by expressing the fact that cultural change is inevitable, and yet,
as anthropologists, we must consider what, if any, affect our being
there may have. While her findings are inconclusive thus far, King
expresses her interest in continuing to assess her cultural footprint
in future investigations.

PART IV. Art and Anthropology in Our Classrooms and Colleges
In the final section, Elizabeth A. Sheehan discusses “Arts Integration
as Critical Pedagogy.” Sheehan describes the ways in which art integration programs can enrich and even perhaps empower students,
particularly those who may come from disadvantaged backgrounds.
These programs are set against the stark backdrop of standardized
testing and the restrictive, “teaching for the test” approaches taken in
public schools. Sheehan makes an argument for the essential role of
art and creativity in an education system that she believes is becoming overburdened by rules, regulations, and limiting examinations.
Through the use of architectural history and arts integration in a
fourth-grade class in Richmond, Virginia, students are forced to
confront a history, in this case one of slavery, that had been buried, literally and figuratively, in the geography and texts of Virginia
and Virginia Studies. This was made possible, not by deviating from
the No Child Left Behind standardization of the curriculum but by
working within the required content areas while shifting the methodological approach of its conveyance. Field trips assisted students to
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confront their state’s past. Through photography, the students were
provided the opportunity to bring history into the present by forcing it back into the public consciousness. Finally, creative writing
assignments allowed these students to dialogue with these historical
re-creations in individualized and meaningful ways. While the program may be difficult to pedagogically measure and evaluate, and
while the program was not necessarily evidence-based, its qualitative educational value, according to the author, was undeniable.
In the next chapter in this final section, Susan Kirkpatrick Smith,
Laura D. Lund, and Marilyn R. London, in “The Art of Teaching
Anthropology: Examples from Biological Anthropology,” provide
pedagogical exercises that frame the hidden art of teaching anthropology as something that must be encouraged, nurtured, allowed
time to develop, and brought to light. Ultimately, this chapter shows
education for what it truly is, a social and collaborative enterprise
that, analogous to art, is formulated within a specific genre or cultural domain and then communicated to others in an ongoing dialogue between the colleagues, instructors, and students. As a social
enterprise, then, teaching can be improved upon by shaping the
artistic skill set acquired through experience, study, and observation
into something culturally meaningful for the discipline, the teacherscholar, and the students of anthropology (which we all are). Smith et
al. go on to encourage the development of a like-minded community
of scholars who can advance sound curricula in a dialogic fashion
through an elaboration of discipline-specific scholarship on teaching and learning. As of yet, this is something that the discipline of
anthropology does not have. In other words, Smith et al. boldly display what a disciplined aesthetic, or the art of teaching anthropology,
is capable of transmitting.
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Last, in “The Art of Anthropology at a College in Crisis: Exploring Some Effects of Neoliberalism on Higher Education,” Vincent
H. Melomo makes a statement about the current condition of higher
education in the United States. Liberal Arts education, as this chapter
suggests, is fading in the face of a dominant neoliberal cultural logic.
This chapter, by considering the undoing of an anthropology major
at William Peace University in Raleigh, North Carolina, illuminates specific pressures put on universities, academic departments,
and faculty by these service-oriented, market-driven ideologies. The
neoliberal shift in the United States is directly influencing the professional culture of higher education from open intellectual inquiry
to an institutionalized stress on what Melomo refers to as performativity (i.e., evidence, measurement, planning, indicators, academic
audits, and quality assurance measures). Humanistic concerns are
being replaced in higher education by a potentially deleterious overprofessionalization. Liberal Arts is becoming less open-minded,
spontaneous, and virtuous, instead targeting economic outcomes.
Melomo concludes that it is the strength of political persuasion as an
art form and the neoliberal ideology pervading popular culture that
led to the dismantling of the anthropology major at William Peace
University. Popular perceptions about the discipline’s humanistic
characteristics view anthropology as somehow out of step with the
new pragmatics of education, even when these popular perceptions
are not necessarily based on evidence. What Melomo calls for in this
chapter is an equally persuasive and artful rebuttal to the neoliberal
agenda by marketing the discipline beyond disciplinary boundaries,
by demonstrating how anthropology’s teaching and research goals
serve economic and practical goals, and by deconstructing the neoliberal logic that continues to shape our values, actions, and culture.
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Conclusion
This introduction presents a case for the sociality of art as a shared
and communicative act. It historicizes the study of art from the
anthropological perspective and shows how art, humanity, and the
creation and study of art and the humanities are intertwined. The
chapters in this book explore not only art through the lens of anthropology but also anthropology through the lens of art. Given that art
is a social phenomenon, the contributors to this volume interpret the
complex relationships between art and anthropology as a means of
fashioning novelty, continuity, and expression in everyday life. They
further explore this connection by reifying customs and traditions
through texts, textures, and events, thereby shaping the very artistic
skills acquired by experience, study, and observation into something
culturally meaningful.

Notes
1. Translated from the original French, the quote “Le premier qui
compara la femme à une rose était un poète, le second un imbécile” is
splashed throughout the Internet as one of the all-time most famous
comments on cliché. The original source is unknown.
2. This statement is from the Anthropology and Humanism
journal’s description statement, http://www.wiley.com/WileyCDA/
WileyTitle/productCd-ANHU.html, accessed June 24, 2013.
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